The anatomic location of the dorsal ramus of the cervical nerve and its relation to the superior articular process of the lateral mass.
This study analyzed the anatomic relation of the dorsal ramus of the cervical spinal nerve to the lateral mass. To determine the location of the dorsal rami of the cervical spinal nerves from C3 to C7 in relation to the superior articular processes of the lateral masses. The anatomic study of the cervical spinal nerve and its relations to adjacent bony structures have been addressed. No previous anatomic study with regard to the location of its dorsal ramus relative to the lateral mass has been reported. Twelve specimens were obtained for study of the dorsal rami of the cervical spinal nerves. All soft tissues surrounding the cervical spinal nerves from C3 to C7 were dissected from the intervertebral foramens until the dorsal rami were clearly exposed. The facet joints in the corresponding levels were then opened by removal of the capsules. Three measurements, including the height of the dorsal ramus, the distance between the dorsal ramus and the tip of the superior articular facet, and the angle of the dorsal ramus relative to the superior articular surface, were taken for each ramus. The results showed that the mean height of the dorsal ramus for both sides decreased progressively from C3 (2.2 +/- 0.6 mm) to C7 (1.2 +/- 0.2 mm). The mean distance between the dorsal ramus and the tip of the superior facet showed an inconsistent change, with the maximum value seen at C5 (7.4 +/- 1.6 mm) and the minimum at C7 (5.5 +/- 2.9 mm). The mean angle of the dorsal ramus relative to the superior articular facet ranged from 23.3 degrees +/- 14.3 degrees to 29.8 degrees +/- 11.2 degrees. The dorsal ramus of the cervical spinal nerve is closer to the anterolateral corner of the base of the superior articular processes. Lateral mass screws directed to the anterolateral corner of the base of the superior articular process should be avoided.